We are archivists, but are we OK? by Currall, J.E.P. & Moss, M.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Currall, J. and Moss, M. (2008) We are archivists, but are we OK? 
Records Management Journal 18(1):pp. 69-91. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/4134/ 
 
Deposited on: 30 April 2008 
 
 
Glasgow ePrints Service 
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk 
  gla.its/its/aber tokyo.doc/2006-07-03/1 
We are archivists, but are we ok?  Draft Version 1.2 
James Currall and Michael Moss 1 05 July 2006 
University of Glasgow 
We are archivists, but are we ok? 
James Currall and Michael Moss1 
Version 1.2 
July 2006 
I’m a lumberjack 
And I’m ok. 
I sleeps all night 
And I works all day. 
I cut down trees 
I eat my lunch 
I go to the lavatory 
On Wednesdays I go shopping 
And have buttered scones for tea. 
Monty Python: The Lumberjack Song. 
Abstract 
The digital environment of the early twenty-first century is forcing the information sciences to revisit 
practices and precepts built around paper and physical objects over centuries.  The training of 
archivists, records managers, librarians and museum curators has had to accommodate this new reality.  
Often the response has been to superimpose a digital overlay on existing curricula.  A few have taken 
a radical approach by scrutinising the fundamentals of the professions and the ontologies of the 
materials they handle.  Our purpose is to explore a wide range of the issues exposed by this critique 
and challenge the archive and records management educators to align their curricula with 
contemporary need and to recognise that partnership with other professionals, particularly in the area 
of technology, is essential. 
Introduction 
The information landscape in which archives and records management sit is being transformed by the 
impact of information and communications technologies (ICT) that not only seeks to dominate it, but 
also challenges many of the old certainties from the creation of information objects to their curation, 
privileging and access.  The question for archivists and records managers is to what extent ICT 
represents an epistemological shift or is simply an extension of existing practices in a new order.  
Whatever the response, the relationship of archivists, librarians and museum curators with the ICT 
community cannot be avoided.  In a digital environment where there are no physical strong rooms 
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information professionals can no longer claim a monopoly of custodianship.  If physical custody of 
objects ceases to be a core purpose, where does that lead the information professions?  For records 
managers and archivists operating within an audit and compliance culture, there is an accompanying 
post-custodial issue of whether there can be an ‘archival imperative’, as was often the case by 
happenstance in the analogue world.  If there is, then what are the drivers and what is the purpose? 
The Societal Dimension 
The record life-cycle and continuum models are built unquestioningly on the premise that managing 
and archiving information are two sides of the same coin.2  This stems from a pre-occupation with 
process and technology and a lack of consideration of the function of the two activities within an 
organisation.  The management of information, as the term implies, must be integral to overall 
strategic goals within a framework of risk and competitive advantage.3  This activity when it migrates 
into a digital environment inevitably becomes more expensive and complex,4 particularly when efforts 
are made to leverage the so-called knowledge base.5  To compensate for higher costs the risk of loss or 
competitive advantage to be gained through retention must be greater.  No purpose is served by 
preserving information, even for the length of retention periods mandated by external agencies, if the 
cost of preservation far outweighs any projected costs associated with the risk of not doing so.6  There 
is no point in retaining information from which no identifiable benefit can be expected or which can 
be sourced elsewhere.  Gone are the days when information can be laid down like wine in the hope 
that it will improve on keeping or someone some day will find a use for it.  In the majority of private 
sector organisations there is no longer, if there ever was, any archival imperative, because the risk and 
costs associated with long-term retention are too great.7  Organisations may need to keep a little 
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information for long periods, but certainly not ‘for ever’ or within a public domain, although there is 
always a risk of legal discovery.  There are records that enter the public domain as an outcome of 
governance and there is no necessity for a private sector organisation to retain any additional 
information in the long term to be deemed to be accountable and to have acted responsibly.  There is a 
responsibility on those to whom such reports are made to retain them in a publicly assessable form for 
long periods that may faute de mieux become for ever.8 
This is not the case in the public sector or, arguably, with NGOs where accountability and 
responsibility are not as straightforward.9  The public expects government to accept a much greater 
degree of risk than the private sector.  However transparent government and NGOs try to be, there are 
many areas where full disclosure is not possible until long after the event.  The archive holds records 
fiduciarily as public guarantor that government can be called to account and deemed to have acted 
responsibly.  In Hilary Jenkinson’s words ‘to provide, without prejudice or afterthought, for all who 
wish to know the Means of Knowledge’.10  This is an essential safeguard of our democratic freedom.  
Although there is undeniably a link with the management of current information, there are dangers in 
conflating the two roles in the same way as there would be in conflating internal and external audit.  
Increasingly public sector organisations operate within a similar risk aware environment as the private 
sector, where the objective is to contain costs and mitigate risk.11  It is not difficult to envisage that 
such an approach will result in either the failure to retain or the destruction of information that would 
prevent the archive from doing due diligence to the public to whom it is accountable in democratic 
societies.12 
This is not to say that government liability cannot be constrained, of course it can and must, but the 
checks on government are not as robust as in the private sector.  There are no institutional shareholders 
and there is no price mechanism to reflect value.  Consequently the boundary at which ‘closure’ is 
deemed to occur will correctly be contested through the courts, particularly where personal rights and 
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York. 
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 Jenkinson, Sir Hilary, (1980) ‘The English Archivist: A New Profession’, Ellis, Roger H. and Walne, Peter 
(eds.) Selected Writings of Sir Hilary Jenkinson, Alan Sutton, Gloucester, 258. 
11
 See for example for the United Kingdom, HM Treasury (2004) The Orange Book Management of Risk: 
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liberties may have been infringed.13  Although there is an increasing coercive audit culture in the 
public sector, the measures adopted to impose it are questionable and inhibit the very reflection that 
the archive permits.14  The public archive with the protection of the courts should have the powers to 
insist on a standard of record keeping that will allow it to discharge its responsibilities in much the 
same way as any external regulator in the private sector.15  At times archivists may find themselves 
aligned with political opposition in seeking to curb the power of the executive to limit liability.16  
Managing such exposure, just as in the private sector, is an executive responsibility with appropriate 
internal control mechanisms.17  In the digital environment the archive will need to liase with 
information managers about technical specifications and standards, but arguably these should be 
seamless across government and cannot be mandated by the archive alone.18  The pre-occupation of 
the archive should be with the adequacy of the captured content (the constant) as a ‘true and fair’ 
record, not with technical niceties. 
Records of organisations in both private and public sectors have always been amplified by private 
papers.  The extent to which archivists should seek their control has been the subject of debate.19  
What has been overlooked is how far individuals within a culture of audit can legitimately create or 
hold records that concern organisations with which they are involved or for which they work.  In the 
private sector multi-nationals often insist that ‘all information’ belongs to them, and even in the public 
sector there is a tendency towards control, particularly where the ‘national interest’ is involved.20  
Although it is the case that the very act of depositing records in an archive robs them of context, 
individuals must have the confidence that when they entrust papers to the safe keeping of an archive 
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their integrity cannot be jeopardised by executive interference.  Archival involvement in the creation 
of information, however well intentioned, will give this impression, as will claims for authority over 
final appraisal.21  The concept of a ‘trusted repository’ becomes more difficult to sustain in the digital 
environment where strong rooms are replaced by filestore that has no such visible security.  Ironically, 
probably more people today hoard personal papers than ever before, albeit in a digital environment, 
because destroying them is not as simple as throwing pieces of paper in the bin.  Unlike bits of paper 
that we keep, it may not be possible to access them for very long unless steps are taken to migrate 
them to new platforms.22 
RM/Archives/Libraries relationship 
Government is held to account by testing how far its record corroborates its public statements at the 
time in support of an action when the underlying documentation is eventually released into the public 
domain.  This is, as it were, a form of retrospective audit that we chose to call history.  The custody of 
public statements, both from private and public sectors, is certainly not confined to the archives.  
National and local newspapers are to be found in libraries, along with printed reports and circulars.23  
In the United Kingdom, as in many other jurisdictions, government published papers have traditionally 
been preserved in the British Library and not the National Archives.24  As such proceedings are 
migrated with supporting evidence into the digital environment, this custodial chain becomes less 
certain.25  The reports of the Hutton and Butler inquiries into events surrounding the war in Iraq in 
2003 were published in a conventional sense, but the large body of evidence accumulated by Hutton 
was only made publicly available on the inquiry website.  There is no information as to how this will 
be preserved in the way, for example, the evidence of nineteenth century inquiries was published and 
deposited in libraries and have become a rich store for historians.26  Such contemporary opinion often 
provides the context for the interpretation of the underlying documentation. 
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newspapers? London. 
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This ambiguity touches on much wider issues about the nature of custodianship in the digital 
environment that has concerned library and information sciences for some time.  Some commentators 
have postulated the death of the library as a physical entity, but not of the privileging skills of 
librarianship and other information professionals, because they see no need to capture digital data in 
the same way as they purchased content in the analogue world.27  This is a useful distinction that 
mirrors archival post-custodial thinking.28  In both domains it is argued that users will still need 
resource discovery tools that go beyond those provided by propriety search engines.  Such a beguiling 
notion needs to be approached with caution.  Across the information domains cataloguing is 
dominated by supply side considerations that trade the simplicity and cheapness of free-text searching 
for the expensive handicrafts of mark-up and elaborate schemas for metadata and controlled 
vocabularies that are of unproven and even dubious utility.29  There is place for such techniques, just 
as there is a place for critical editions of texts in the analogue world, but cost and technical constraints 
suggest that they cannot be easily generalised.30 
Commentators, who see a continuing role for information professionals in supply, seem to be getting 
at something much more subtle and profound than the Byzantine complexity of such ‘fool’s errands’.31  
Their concern centres on the much-discussed lack of intermediation of a great deal of web-based 
information, which cannot be resolved, however much editors and publishers familiar with print would 
like, by trying to impose an analogue culture on the digital environment.32  Sociologists and 
anthropologists have demonstrated convincingly that the web enables multiple sites of production that 
work with the grain of societal expectations.33  We all can, and many of us do, ‘publish’ our thoughts 
and ideas on the web, and few can hinder us even if what we say is scandalous, subversive or 
offensive.  Although print-culture publishers do distribute materials electronically, much of the content 
can only be accessed through portals on receipt of payment.  This means that the majority of freely 
available content discovered by search engines lacks any form of explicit mediation except for the 
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 See for example Lee, H.-L (2000) What is a Collection?. Journal of the American Society for Information 
Science 51 (12). 
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underlying algorithms that identified and ranked it.34  The way forward is twofold, improving the 
triangulation skills of the digital consumer and enhancing the concept of archives, libraries and 
museums as switching centres that provided pointers for consumers to resources that are held 
externally (we will return to these themes).  The information centre then becomes a bridge between the 
resource the private space of the consumer – the content (archive, library or museum if you will) of the 
personal computer and its surrounding litter.35  Many curators of information find such a vision, 
apparently very distant from their analogue role, threatening.  They retreat into their curatorial gulags 
without pausing to consider if there might be any resonances from their particular professional 
perspectives.  In some senses this vision is simply an extension of existing user behaviour, except that 
users no longer need physically to visit search rooms as often as they did.  Personal interaction with 
information professionals that hones skills in discovery has to be replaced by surrogate guides and 
advice gleaned from informal networks of consumers.  In other senses it envisages a changing world 
where the custodial function that differentiates physical sites of curation is removed, leading perhaps 
inexorably to a welcome or frightening convergence, depending on your perspective.36 
Such transformations have happened before, but usually in reverse.  Before the invention of printing 
that enabled the multiple production of identical copies, manuscripts were ‘unique’ and all renditions 
subject to scribal error and interpolation, particularly as there was no standardised orthography.  
Information was privileged by very high thresholds for entry.  Readers had to make long and 
expensive journeys, usually to royal or ecclesiastical libraries, if they wished to consult the ‘original’, 
gain permission for access and learn the necessary skills to comprehend what they saw.  Despite the 
efforts of civil and religious authorities, printing pluralised information as barriers to access were 
reduced by broadening education and translation of content into the vernacular.37  This revolution had 
far reaching ramifications across society.  An emerging print culture encouraged inquiry and curiosity 
that led to the Enlightenment pre-occupation with collecting things - physical objects, manuscripts, 
books, and so on – that were all assembled together in what became known as ‘cabinet collections’ or 
wunderkamma, out of which archive, museums and libraries grew.38  This is not very different to the 
collecting behaviour of the digital consumers, who will hold a great variety of digital objects on their 
personal computers; downloaded text, images and music, original documents and images they have 
either created or received, and pointers to external resources.  Shiralee Saul, who sees the internet as 
‘the Wunderkammer to end all Wunderkammer’, is enthralled by this potential, ‘As you move from 
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 For an argument for integration see Proffitt, Merrilee, Waibel, Günter (2005) Setting the Stage: Libraries, 
Archives, Museums – same difference?, www.rlg.org/en/downloads/2005membforum/proffitt_waibel.ppt. 
Cited April, 2006. Comment from an opposing perspective can be found at David Mattison, No difference 
between archives and libraries?  http://www.davidmattison.ca/wordpress/?p=1521. Cited April, 2006. 
and from an entirely library standpoint in Garrod, Penny Public Libraries: United We Stand. 
http://www.ariadne.ac.uk/issue33/public-libraries/. Cited April, 2006. 
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 This process is discussed in Burke, Peter (2000) A social history of knowledge from Gutenberg to Diderot.  
Cambridge., Headrick, David (2000) When information came of age: technologies of knowledge in the age of 
reason and revolution 1700-1850. Oxford., and McKitterick, David, (2003) Print, manuscript, and the search for 
order, 1450-1830. Cambridge. 
38
 Profitt and Waibel (2005), op. cit., and Miksa (1996)  chapter ‘What did the Modern Library replace?’ 
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curio to fact to fantasy you will erase the record of your movement -- but this erasure will constitute a 
new record...digital footsteps on the edge of a sea of photons’.39  What is interesting about much of the 
content assembled in this way is that it is more akin to a manuscript than a print culture.  Downloaded 
material is not original, but nor can it be certified as a faithful holograph rendition.  The original is 
usually held ‘uniquely’ elsewhere, in much the same way as an original document was before the 
arrival of print.  Sometimes it is surrounded by process designed to assist in its use or to prevent 
misuse or abuse, but most of the time it is not.  Original material created or received by the consumer 
on a personal computer is the very stuff of archives.  Here then is not so much a threat to the archival 
world, but an enormous challenge and opportunity to interact with the wider information landscape. 
Mediation 
Before the days of libraries, museums and archives as public institutions (up to say the late nineteenth 
century), the collecting of books, artefacts and records was essentially a ‘private’ activity.  Those 
responsible created assemblages according to their own criteria and made them available to a limited 
set of users of their own choosing.  These collections were in a ‘private space’, usually within a very 
limited ‘domain of accountability’.  By the end of the nineteenth century many such collections were 
now not run as private organisations, but public ones.  Access was now available to the public at large 
and the public purse provided much of the funding, even though philanthropic donations, notably from 
Andrew Carnegie, were behind the creation of many of them.  Information was  now available to the 
public in a shared public space facilitated by the mediating work of information professionals.  
Alongside this public information domain grew an equally impressive commercial publishing industry 
which provided the means by which individuals could get their ideas into print allowing their wide 
dissemination through private purchase and through consultation or borrowing from a public 
collection. 
This situation remained the dominant paradigm until the internet became a major force in the early 
1990s.  The World Wide Web was designed by physicists to facilitate free exchange of information 
about their research, but in a very short period of time it had found uses across a wide range of 
information-based activity.  This technology lowered the bar, allowing people from many walks of life 
to make their ideas available to others, without the intermediation of either publishers or other 
information professionals.  Such information does not necessarily have ‘stature’ in the eyes of those 
who find it, but it is readily accessible.  As we have argued, the most informative information on a 
particular subject may or may not be contained within the archives of an organisation, it may be 
contained in the private papers of an individual who was connected with the organisation or may have 
been discarded and subsequently recovered by an individual or organisation.  Happenstance plays a 
key role in determining what is available to future generations of scholars or the general public. 
What has this new ‘wired-up’ world done to information in relation to public/private spaces?   We 
would agree with those, such as Miksa and Saul, who suggest that it is moving us from the public 
collections of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to a new era of private collections.40  Someone 
connected to the Internet can assemble their own private collection via their web browser, selecting 
material from archives, museums, libraries and the vast unmediated reaches of the World Wide Web 
without ever crossing the threshold of a library or archive, let alone a bookshop.41  As we have 
suggested, this is certainly the direction in which post-custodialism directs us. 
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There are many in the information professions who will be quick to remind us at this point that there is 
a world of difference between the carefully selected and curated information resources assembled by 
archivist and librarians and these ad hoc digital collections of the rest of humanity, and we would 
agree.  The ad hoc collection is personal and very much tailored to the specific needs of the individual 
in a way that public collections can never be.  But what about the quality?  In this area we would 
suggest that the changes in the information environment are gradually having a considerable influence 
on the information seeking behaviour of ordinary members of society.  To suggest that individuals 
cannot tell the difference between good quality information and rubbish is, at the very least, 
patronising.  Of course, it is not always easy to tell whether a piece or information is accurate, true or 
trustworthy, but even the most skilled experts in the worlds of art, antiquities or manuscripts have been 
known to be fooled.  No-one is immune from ‘getting it wrong’ but that does not mean that most of us 
can not get it right a reasonable proportion of the time.  In general terms, the online ‘anyone-can-
contribute’ encyclopaedia Wikipedia42 proves to be a fairly reliable source of information, as there are 
mechanisms in place for dealing with disputes,43 that does not mean however that its mechanisms are 
infallible, but then neither are those of its conventionally ‘published’ cousins.44  Skills of discernment 
will develop in individuals and in society as a whole through time, as will the skills of those who wish 
to deceive - it has always been thus. 
What the World Wide Web does open up for us is the ready means to triangulate on information on 
what Saul describes as ‘voyages which any of us can go on (N.B. as long as Telstra doesn't introduce 
time-charged calls and libraries remain public -- think before you vote), and on which each of us will 
be Megellan, Mercator and Banks. What marvels will we bring back to add to our own (computer) 
cabinet of curiosities ?’45  Like such early navigators, we will be able to cross-check and cross-
reference from different sources and learn to recognise which sources clearly ‘borrow’ from each other 
and are therefore not statistically independent.  The more important it is that we have the information 
correct (in other words the greater the risk posed by having wrong or misleading information), the 
more sources we can cross-check.  We can employ different search engines, different search strategies 
and terms and search starting from the web sites of different agencies or organisations in whom we 
trust.  There is clearly a very important place for libraries, archives and museums as potential starting 
points for our searching, if they wake-up to the important role that they can have as pointers in 
addition to the custodial role that has been their traditional home.46 
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A major problem with any information provider is they can never have what everyone wants.  If  I am 
interested in some of the more exotic board games, my local library is unlikely to give me much 
satisfaction.  Such special interests are much better served (and probably always have been) by 
epistemic communities which have been greatly facilitated as a result of the growth of the Internet and 
its range of information exchange tools (Web, Wiki, Blog, e-mail, Instant Messaging, etc.).47  
Established information institutions may be able to provide an entry point into many areas of 
individual interest, but they will not be able to provide the level of detail that is required by such 
communities.  Even family historians and genealogists, who might be expected to make straight for 
their local records office or any one of many archives, often find that information from ‘private’ 
sources, available via the Web, yields a wealth of detail which archives and records offices can never 
hope to provide.  Information that they have from other sources allows them to carry out effective 
triangulation for credibility.48 
A major issue for a post-custodial world is one of continuity.  A sizeable proportion of the information 
available on the Web today will no longer be available at the same address in a couple of year’s time.  
There are two aspects to this:- 
• no longer available - if the information is not available at all this is potentially serious as it will 
have been lost to the world-wide community, 
• at the same address - if the information is still available from a different location, this is more 
of an inconvenience and the search mechanisms that were employed to find it in the first place 
may be employed to find it again. 
In our experience, complete loss of information is comparatively rare as information that is of interest 
is generally of interest to more than one person within an epistemic community which  tends to be 
reflected in it being available in more than one place.  It will be interesting to see whether 
organisations that are setting up in business to keep digital information ‘in perpetuity’ on payment of a 
fee, are able to achieve a better or worse performance in this task than public institutions that make 
similar claims49.  We might note that libraries are concerned that they may not be able to provide 
continuing access to e-journals, if their publishers decide that it is not in their commercial interest to 
continue to make them available or if the library decides to cancel their subscription50. 
The Digital 
Without doubt, the digital world presents considerable challenges to the information professions.  In a 
world where there is no difference between a ‘copy’ and an ‘original’ (whatever these terms might 
mean in the digital context), where it can be very difficult indeed to detect changes to documents and 
where information flies around the globe at the speed of light, it would appear that many past 
certainties such as fixity of records are no longer part of the landscape.  We would suggest that the 
situation is nothing like as bleak.  As Duranti points out, the diplomatics that information professionals 
take for granted in the paper world, did not spring up over night, but developed over a period of 
several hundred years.51  The digital world, as we currently know it, is only about fifty years old and 
we need to learn new skills and techniques.  Actions in the digital world do leave traces, just as they 
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do in the paper world, but the number of people who have the skills to interpret them currently is very 
small and the whole armoury can only be justified in cases where the stakes are very high.52 
Many of these techniques may borrow heavily from ideas that go back to the middle ages.  Digital 
signatures, as we and others have pointed out,53 are not analogous to signatures in holograph, but have 
characteristics of the seals still used in a variety of contexts today.  The medieval strong box had 
several locks and required the holders of the keys to ‘get together’ to open them, such techniques can 
provide similar results in the digital world.  Much work is still to be done in this area, but we need to 
be creative and innovative in solving these problems, in the way that our forefathers did in the past.  
What is certain is that new skills will have to be learnt and a wider variety of professional skills will 
have to be brought into play than those that librarians and archivists already have. 
A second issue is concerned with finding information.  In the carefully managed world of libraries and 
archives, cataloguing, metadata and a variety of finding aids are to be found.  On the World Wide 
Web, the search engine is king.  Search engines, such as Google,54 employ ‘free-text’ searching, 
building complex indices and using algorithms that capture some of the cross-referencing of the Web 
to help judge the ‘relevance’ of items to the searcher’s query.  Computing scientists have a tendency to 
see bigger, faster, free-text search engines as the route to finding information, whilst other information 
professions see elaborate metadata mark-up as essential.  It is worth noting that the former may not be 
sustainable as the technology of storage is doubling storage densities at a faster rate than the 
technology of processors is doubling processing capability.55  Even if search speeds rise linearly with 
volume (as they often do not), it is likely that the processing power, for index creation, and to search, 
will not keep up with data volumes.  The latter approach, however, suffers from a problem of cost, as 
we pointed out earlier, and as volumes grow it will only be tractable if it can be done automatically, 
something that is not within easy reach56. 
Technology does not stay still and so benign neglect of digital resources is much less likely to be 
successful than it would be in the paper world.  Digital media are not as stable as paper and the 
programs needed to interpret the bit-patterns and render them accessible to a human reader are 
developed through time and this results in subtle (or less so) changes in format which eventually make 
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earlier files unreadable using the current version.  Things would be fairly straight forward if we could 
simply keep the old equipment, or install the old operating system on new equipment, but current 
digital computing equipment has a fairly short (less than 10 years) life and as new models appear they 
are not able to support all instruction sets in the same way as earlier equipment.  Worse still, even in 
quite short timescales operating system security upgrades can and do stop apparently unrelated 
functions from operating.  This potential for any code imported onto a machine (including new content 
files) to destroy or render unusable existing content is perhaps equivalent to bringing an incendiary 
device into an archive or library.  We still have a lot to learn about long-term preservation of digital 
materials and our skills in this area will develop through time and as technologies change.57 
What and how to teach? 
It is simplistic to claim that the advent of the digital destroys the old certainties in the information 
order.  What it does is to throw them into a sharper focus that demands explanation and justification in 
the classroom.  Paradoxically this has led archivists, librarians and museum curators both to revisit the 
development of their disciplines and to embrace theory to counter the exaggerated claims of the ICT 
community.  At best this has transformed the literature and at worst it has reinforced the prejudices of 
those who wish to retreat into their curatorial gulags in schools of archives, librarianship and museum 
studies.  In the United Kingdom our utilitarian tendency has not served us well, allowing scholars of 
information in north America, Australasia, sub-Saharan Africa and other parts of Europe to dominate 
debates.  This is a reflection in part of the societal experience and expectations that information 
curators have addressed through theoretical constructs, multi-culturalism in Canada, the post-apartheid 
regime in South Africa, and corruption scandals in Australasia.  This has yielded a growing body of 
scholarly literature that is readily accessible to students.58  By default in the United Kingdom scholars 
with different disciplinary perspectives, such as anthropology, ethnography, philosophy and sociology, 
have made perceptive contributions to the debate about the use of information and the facilities 
provided by ICT in contemporary society.59  It would be naïve to characterise this development as 
encroachment, rather it should be welcomed in the recognition that curators do not have a monopoly 
over content, a claim that in any event is negated by the digital.  These two streams of research and 
writings are converging in learning in schools of archives and records and information management.60 
Engagement with such literature challenges long held assumptions about the information order in 
which much provision is grounded.  Dis-intermediated multiple sites of production with none of the 
checks and balances embodied in print culture, which has been explored and systematised by 
sociologists and anthropologists, alters the role of the library and librarians as privileging agents.61  
The concept of the audit culture enabled by ICT casts considerable doubt on the relationship of records 
management, embedded as it is in organizational structures, and archives with fiduciary 
                                                     
57
 For guides to the large body of work on these issue see the PADI (http://www.nla.gov.au/padi/about.html) and 
DPC (http://www.dpconline.org/).  Cited July 2006. 
58
 see for example the Australian journal Archives & Manuscripts, the Canadian journal Archivaria and the East 
and Southern Africa Regional Branch of the International Council on Archives ESARBICA journal.  
59
 See for example Strathern (ed.), 2000,  Floridi, Luciano (2004) The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of 
Computing and Information. Blackwell, Oxford,  Miller, Daniel, Slater, Don (2000) The Internet: An 
Ethnographic Approach. Berg, Oxford, and Hansen, Mark B. N. (2004) New Philosophy for New Media, MIT 
Press, Cambridge MA. 
60
 This approach is fundamental to the MSc in Information Management and Preservation in HATII at the 
University of Glasgow, http://www.hatii.arts.gla.ac.uk/imp/index.htm.  Cited July, 2006. 
61
 See for example Strathern (2004),  
We are archivists, but are we ok?  Draft Version 1.2 
James Currall and Michael Moss 13 05 July 2006 
responsibilities, particularly in the public sector.62  The most often quoted theoretical literature is post-
structuralism and post-modernism that by drawing attention to the ‘other’ highlights the inadequacies 
of many archival collections in recording the experiences outside a dominant discourse.  To ignore this 
growing body of theory would be to condemn information curators to the servility of ‘box wallas’, 
who like the lumberjack sleeps all night and works all day, rather than asking why, what and for 
whom?  Such interrogation immediately leads to deep water that plumb the depths of some of the most 
important issues in contemporary society.  The events leading to the war in Iraq were dominated by 
the misuse of information that is grounded in the theoretical constructs of neo-conservatives and neo-
liberals alike and problematise what it means to live in a democratic society.63  The Blair government 
in the United Kingdom is the embodiment of an ICT enabled audit culture where the answer is known 
in advance, something that anthropologists characterise as ‘entanglement’.64 
ICT increasingly enables compliance that records managers and archivists need to understand is an 
expression of the audit culture that is not as neutral as it might appear and has consequences that reach 
far beyond narrow professional concerns.  As Sir George Mathewson, until recently chairman of the 
Royal Bank of Scotland, remarked ‘We don't have a problem with regulators telling us that we should 
tie our shoe laces, but we don't want them to tell us how to do it’.65  Within a framework of risk an 
organisation can chose not to tie its shoelaces, if the chances of tripping up are slight and the danger of 
being hurt in a tumble are in any event scant.  No organisation can afford to be fully compliant if value 
is to be returned to stakeholders.  We can see such an approach to risk at work in the choices we can 
now make in the allocation of our pension funds between treasury bonds with good security and little 
return and equities with the possibility of high yields but also of losses.  Such an attitude to the 
curation of information is hard to convey because it is at odds with much archival and records 
management discourse that has responded to the culture of audit and compliance with non-negotiable 
‘thou shalt’ commandments, rather than seeking to embed their roles and responsibilities in wider 
processes.66  As a result there is a failure to recognise that compliance is not an absolute, but will 
change over time and between sectors reflecting the perception of risk. 
The audit culture is ironically the enemy of reflection, the very thing that it is supposed to support.67  
This has important ramifications for the resulting record that will tend to document the results 
required, hospital waiting times are reducing, more students are passing exams, fewer criminals are re-
offending and so on.  The whole record-keeping environment that supports rewards paid for such 
results will be tailored to this end, even if everyone is in little doubt that the reality is very different.68  
This raises serious ethical questions that trouble moral philosophers and should concern record 
keepers who are in danger of confusing compliance with compliant, and the functions of information 
management and archiving.  They must be careful, certainly in the public sector, of not becoming the 
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‘fall guys’ by claiming too much responsibility for actions for which others should ultimately carry the 
can.  Trust that must underpin audit, however flawed its concept, in a digital environment must be a 
shared responsibility between all the players.  Information managers who control content cannot vouch 
for the ICT professional who implements the enabling technologies.  As the technologies of 
information storage (broadly defined) expand, the chances of an archivist being able to understand the 
technical details of all of them diminishes.  Any attempt to do this simply takes the archivists ‘eye off 
the ball’ of the real purpose of their endeavour and could only be accomplished by specialist sub-
division of the profession in the way that ICT has a great many specialisms.  In a profession where 
many practitioners work either singly or in small groups, such specialisation would simply not be 
practical and courses that took such an approach would not be doing their graduates any favours when 
it came to them getting work. 
Taken together this mix of concepts, societal expectations, technologies and philosophical constructs 
is a powerful cocktail that takes learning and research in the archival sciences if not into new territory 
at least into territory that has been left to other disciplines to explore for a long time.  It would be 
irresponsible to construct programmes of study and research simply centred around palaeography and 
the detail of legal and administrative history when the tide appears to be running fast in other 
directions.  This is not to say that such approaches to texts do not have their place, even in the digital 
order, but this needs to be made more explicit in the way which InterPares 2 is doing.69  If the 
profesion is to retain the able students who enrol in our master’s programmes then we must provide 
intellectual excitement by showing that what appears dull and repetitive can offer unexpected 
insights.70 
Are we OK? 
There is a stereotypical view of archivists that are content ‘to sleep all night and work all day’ with 
little thought of much else, a plight often reinforced by the pressures in a busy under-resourced record 
office full of demanding family historians.  Against the backdrop of an encroaching digital 
environment and an audit and compliance culture, it is hard to claim that even such sheltered members 
of the profession can be OK, and if they are, they run the risk of flightless extinction. 
Many archivists and records managers feel that their skills are undervalued and that their senior 
management does not understand what it is they do and what they can contribute to their 
organisation.71  From where we sit, the fundamental reason for this is that they have not realised that in 
order to engage with senior management, it is essential to speak their language rather than archive-
speak.  This can be extended to a general principle that if as a profession, we are to engage with ICT 
folk, business analysts, senior management and users, it is not necessary to learn to be all of these 
things, what is essential is to learn to speak the language of these other groups rather than expecting 
them to understand our language.72  This observation has important implications for curriculum 
design, as taking the wrong approach will just lead to ever more bloated courses in which students will 
find difficulty in seeing coherence and be left no time for reflection. 
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In any business activity there is an important trade-off between doing the business and leaving a 
record of what has been done in the name of the business.  It is difficult to imagine any business 
activity leaving no trace, but leaving a trace that will satisfy all purposes for which it might be 
required is quite another thing.  Leaving a good and reliable record of activity requires deliberate 
action and not inconsiderable effort, but how do we decide what action and how much effort?  In 
short, how do we make this trade-off and decide where to draw the line in action and effort, so as not 
to consume more resources than are necessary?  Most people employed in any business activity will 
create (and probably manage) records and  must be adding value in some other way than simply 
creating and looking after records.  We would suggest that if the discipline of records management is 
about anything, helping to guide decision-makers as to where to draw the line and make an appropriate 
trade-off must at least be an important part of it, otherwise it would look suspiciously like simply 
another overhead and perhaps even a drag on progress.73 
There are two ends of a continuum of risk.  At the one end there is regulation based on known risks, 
which is a constraint on business, and at the other there is development based on new risks that is an 
enabler of innovation and change.74  If records management hitches its wagon to risk management at 
the negative end of this continuum and aligns itself with auditors, it is doomed to obscurity, unwanted 
and unloved by those leading business as well as those trying to do their jobs as effectively as possible 
on whom records management simply imposes burdens.  If records management can take risk 
management onto a level where it is more concerned with operational and strategic success, helping 
their organisations to succeed, then they could be riding high.  This is all about strategic advancement 
and moving the organisation forward.  It requires an alignment with strategic objectives - where the 
organisation is going.  It is enabling and a driver of change and would not leave the records manager 
feeling unlistened-to and unloved.  With many organisations driven by information, enabling changes 
in the way that information is collected used and managed has tremendous potential.  The risk 
management to ensure success of such developments requires great skill.  The risk trade-off here is all 
about bold initiatives that have the potential to deliver big benefits, but which need to have the risks of 
failure to deliver carefully managed.75 
Record-keeping has never been the sole preserve of archivists and records managers, however much 
they may argue to the contrary.  Many other professions are involved in the curation of records, most 
obviously accountants, actuaries, lawyers and statisticians who produce, manage and depend on 
trustworthy and reliable information to do their work.  This information rarely finds its way into an 
archival repository and its authenticity and veracity derives from established process that can be 
monitored.  Although the offices of lawyers and accountants have been a rich source of historical 
records, these professions have not been naturally thought of as analogous to that of archivists.  The 
drivers of contemporary record-keeping pull them together as an increasing volume of records is 
required to satisfy external criteria.76  From a user perspective in a digital order, there is little 
distinction between objects held in archives, libraries and museums.  They have differing ontological 
status, but they all represent evidence of past experience and need to be interpreted through their 
conjunction, which ICT facilitates.  Those who resist such convergence will be marginalized as much 
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 This point is made obliquely by Stephen Wagner and Lee Dittmar (2006) in ‘The Unexpected Benefits if 
Sarbanese-Oxley’, Harvard Business Review (April) 84 (4), 133-40, when they comment ‘CFOs haven’t 
collaborated to identify areas where gains in value could be used to offset the cost of compliance’.  The authors 
are grateful to their colleague Seamus Ross for this reference. 
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 see for example Report of the Auditor General of Canada (2003), http://www.oag-
bvg.gc.ca/domino/reports.nsf/html/20030401xe01.html.  Cited June 2006. 
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 Egbuji, Angel (1999) ‘Risk management of organisational records’ Records Management Journal  (Aug) 9 (2): 
93 – 116. 
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 Wendy Duff (1990) made this point forcefully in ‘Harnessing the Power of Warrant’, The American Archivist 
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as those who do not ‘talk the talk’, particularly by the ICT community that has been keen to colonise 
record keeping entirely from a technical perspective.  Such engagement must be predicated on shared 
risks and responsibilities within an evolving intellectual framework and business process. 
Traditionally archivists have looked to historiography to supply the theoretical framework for their 
discipline, but approaches to the past are themselves grounded on broad foundations in other 
disciplines, particularly philosophy.  Historians, at least in the United Kingdom, are often ambivalent 
about theoretical constructs, preferring to base their arguments on sources without pausing to consider 
the factors that may have led them to survive.77  Post-modernism, often misunderstood, has served to 
increase this distrust and by so doing diverting attention from important issues and questions 
confronting contemporary society.78  The direct assault on the concept of the archive by philosophers, 
such as Foucault and Derrida, has both broken archival dependency on history, but at the same time 
reinforced the connection between the two by posing such questions as ‘whose history?’  This has led 
in turn to the revisiting of earlier philosophers with an interest in the nature of history and information 
and knowledge systems, and to the concern of sociologists with epistemic communities and multiple 
sites of production that are enabled by ICT and fostered to a fault by family historians the majority 
archival users.79  Anthropologists and ethnographers are interested in these phenomena and bring new 
perspectives to bear on the use and abuse of information, particularly the way in which the audit 
culture can become coercive.80  Within this mix are to be found cultural theorists who have crafted a 
discipline that has much to say about the transmission and garnering of information and enabling 
technologies.81  This in a sense is a bridge into ICT that often comes with hyperbole derived from such 
thinking and without any deep understanding of the evolution of information systems and their 
underlying philosophies.82  They cannot be ignored, but they do not help themselves by trying to 
occupy imperial high ground with overstated claims that are expensive to deliver. 
Conclusion 
We are poised at an exciting and challenging point in the development of the information world.  If we 
do what professions under pressure often do – we sleeps all night and works all day, adding little 
obvious value - then the opportunity will pass and others will steal our buttered scones.  On the other 
hand if we seize the opportunity and go shopping more often to develop what is at the core of our 
profession, build bridges with a wide range of other professions and engage with the businesses of 
which we are part, the future is bright.  Equally we owe it to future generations of archivist and 
records managers to ensure that the education that they get to prepare them for professional life is 
forward-looking in the same way so they will be okay. 
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 This was memorably expressed by Sir Geoffrey Elton when he wrote ‘Ideological theory threatens the work of 
the historian by subjecting him to pre-determined explanatory schemes and thus forcing him to tailor his 
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The Archivist’s Song 
I’m a archivist 
And I’m ok 
I appraises all night 
And I shreds all day. 
I throw out stuff 
I drink red wine 
I digitise the repository 
On Wednesdays its networking 
And there’s no time for tea. 
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